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has a river, the Helmund. This begins in the Hindu Kush, one of
the high mountain-ranges that radiate southward from Pamir and
which loses itself in the salty Lake of Seistan on the border
between Persia and Afghanistan. Afghanistan, however, enjoys a
much better climate than Baluchistan, and in many other ways this
country is of much greater importance. The original trade-route
between India and northern Asia and Europe ran through the
heart of this country. It went from Peshawar, the capital of the
north-west frontier province, to Kabul, the capital of Afghanistan,
by way of the famous Khyber Pass, and then crossed the high
Afghan plateau until it reached Herat in the west.
Over fifty years ago Russia and England began their fight for
the ultimate control of this buffer State. As the Afghans happened
to be excellent fighting men, those peaceful penetrations from
south and north had to be accomplished with more "than the usual
care and circumspection. The disaster of the first Afghan war of
1838-1842, when a mere handful of English returned to tell how
all the others had been massacred during the attempt to force
an unpopular ruler upon the unwilling Afghan people, was never
quite forgotten; and thereafter England proceeded across the
Khyber Pass with careful tread.  But when the Russians in 1873
occupied Khiva and were known to be heading for Tashkend and
Samarkand, the English from their side were forced to make some
move lest they should wake up one morning to hear the armies of
the Tsar doing a little practice shooting on the other side of the
Sulaiman Mountains. And so, while his Imperial Majesty's repre-
sentatives in London and her Britannic Majesty's representatives
in St Petersburg were assuring the respective imperial and royal
Governments that their intentions towards Afghanistan were
wholly unselfish and of a most respectable and laudatory nature,
the engineers of both Governments were working on elaborate
plans to bless poor Afghanistan, " cut off by cruel Nature from
direct access to the sea," with a railway system that should hence-
forth allow the benighted Afghans to partake at first hand of the
blessings of Western civilization.
The: World War unfortunately interfered with these projects.
Tlic Russians got as far as Kushk (near Herat), from where to-day